In 2010, California suffered the largest and deadliest outbreak of whooping cough in more than fifty years. In recent years, other diseases with available vaccines such as measles and mumps have also made a comeback. Infectious-disease expert Paul Offit argues that the root cause of these epidemics can be traced to a group whose vocal proponents insist that vaccines are harmful, despite evidence to the contrary. Edward Larkin explores how America's anti-vaccine culture is turning around.
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T he question of the saf ety of vaccinating children has undergone a wild ride in public opinion over the course of the last thirty years. Af ter occasional research f indings and caref ully produced T V specials suggested that vaccines might be correlated with autism, brain damage, and a host of other maladies, scepticism about vaccines was in vogue. T hat research has since been thoroughly discredited as careless, unreplicable, def icient and in some cases, f raudulent, and public opinion has correspondingly swung sharply against those who claim vaccines are dangerous. To be anti-vaccine today is to be anti-science, and thus to join a band of unsavoury characters such as global warming sceptics and creationism advocates.
It is easy to see how issues like this, in which the cultural wisdom changes so def initely and quickly, are typically accompanied by major social tensions. We humans tend to quite pridef ul, and of ten reluctant to admit that we were hoodwinked. T he vaccine-autism link has indeed been struck down in about as def initive a manner as possible -no one entering the debate f or the f irst time and looking at the evidence would conclude that vaccines and autism are related. However, there are many who, f or some Of f it, a prominent vaccine researcher at the University of Pennsylvania, makes clear in the book that the science is indeed essentially settled. If anyone has any right to sum up the f indings f rom the science, it is Of f it, and the take-home message is clear: vaccines are saf e.
T he book begins in world-historical terms. T he epigraph, f rom French philosopher Raymond Aron, reads, "T he judgment of history is without pity," and the book itself begins on a martial note: "T here's a war going on out there -a quiet, deadly war." Besides discussing the science of vaccines, Of f it's main goal seems to be to elucidate the seedy motivations of the movement's leaders, which he does well. A recurring theme is that media personalities would rather produce a juicy story about vaccines than a truthf ul story about vaccines. But every movement needs f oot soldiers, and the f unny thing about the f oot soldiers in the antivaccine movement is that their resistance to vaccines actually sometimes doesn't f it at all within the vaccine movement is that their resistance to vaccines actually sometimes doesn't f it at all within the broader "anti-science" narrative. T hese are, f or the most part, not people who think that God created the world 6,000 years ago or that evolution is a f raud perpetuated by liberal academics. In f act, it seems that many anti-vaccine parents don't deny science at all. Indeed, it appears the only reason they bought into the anti-vaccine claims in the f irst place is because the claims were presented as backed by science. It's just science that has now been discredited. Unf ortunately, many people's attitudes haven't changed.
Since the evidence is clear, the vaccine wars themselves are relatively uninteresting. What is interesting, though, is the overarching narrative of America's "anti-scientif ic" culture, which the vaccine wars are of ten lumped into. T here will always be people that believe things that aren't warranted f rom the evidence. But the f act that our culture at large so thoroughly disdains them, that vaccine-autism believers are marked out by the general populace, might actually show that we as a society actually have very much respect f or science. Indeed, the entire controversy in the f irst place might be indicative of a culture that truly does respect science. True, inf luential T V programs were a key motivation f or the anti-vaccine movement. But so were scientif ic papers. Herein lies a f ascinating paradox. Opponents of science of ten use previous science to def end themselves. In almost all cases, the underlying methodology of the papers in question was prof oundly f lawed -an aping of the scientif ic method. So perhaps the crisis is not with the populace, but within scientif ic publishing and the media's tendency to present single studies as newly christened gospel. How many times a week do you see stories about "links" between caf f eine, red wine, cof f ee, sleep, and increased lif espan, decreased lif espan, inf ertility, Alzheimer's, etc?. As they say, it's easy to get toothpaste out of the tube, much harder to put it back in.
Another salient note is how similar the tactics are on both sides. Sure, the science clearly f avours one side. But human nature apparently isn't much dif f erent between the two groups. Vaccine backers attack vaccine deniers f or their ad hominem attacks. But they do so by using ad hominem attacks themselves. Vaccine deniers use emotional anecdotes about children dying because of vaccines to advance their agenda. Vaccine backers use emotional anecdotes about children dying because of a lack of vaccines to advance their agenda. T his raises important questions. Is attacking someone f or an ad hominem attack itself an ad hominem attack? Is it OK to use emotional anecdotes to advance your case when the data is on your side, and not OK to use emotional anecdotes to advance your case when the data is not on your side?
A lazy, unscientif ic culture would let anti-vaccine claims go unchallenged. But America has challenged antivaccine claims, and now the dominant narrative is that vaccines are saf e. So we should perhaps think twice bef ore we haphazardly label issues as ref lecting an "anti-science culture." T he more germane problem is science's f iltration mechanism -a lot of people ref use to immediately recognize what's good science and what's bad science, or f orget bad science when it is outdated. But the f act is that our culture has indeed self -corrected. And despite the danger of the anti-vaccine movement, perhaps that is the most important (and, ironically, f or a book with such a depressing title, optimistic) takeaway f rom Of f it's of f ering.
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